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Early Days

These slides are for a history presentation about the foundation of the Laboratory that is being hosted by 
the Bradbury Science Museum on April 17th, 2023. The event will be open to the public. 
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Early Days

Madeline Whitacre

The Foundation of the Laboratory at Los Alamos



Discovery of Fission
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Fission is discovered in Nazi Germany in 1939



Early US Research 
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• August 2nd 1939 Einstein-Szilard 
Letter

• Oct 21st the Advisory Committee on 
Uranium first meets

Halifax, December 1917



The US Commits to Atomic Weapons Development
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• April 1940 MAUD 
Committee established

• July 1940 Final MAUD 
Report

• October 9th 1941 Bush 
presents the report to 
Roosevelt

• December 7th Attack on 
Pearl Harbor

• January 19th Roosevelt 
officially approves 
production of an Atomic 
Weapon
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Vannevar Bush
OSRD Director



Army Involvement
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• August 1942 Manhattan 
Engineer District created

• September 17th Groves 
assigned to head the project

• September 19th granted AAA 
priority
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General Leslie Groves
US Army Corps of Engineers
Manhattan Project Director



Creation of a Production Lab
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J Robert Oppenheimer
Project Y Director

Los Alamos Boys Ranch School Graduation



April 1943: Primer Lectures
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• First two weeks of April, 1943
• Summary of the current nuclear 

physics knowledge base
• Practical military weapon
• Attendees included

– Robert Oppenheimer, John 
Manley, Seth Neddermeyer, 
Edward Teller, Emilio Segre



April 1943: UC Contract

4/5/2023Los Alamos National Laboratory 8

• Signed April 20, 1943
• Retroactive to January 1



April 1943: Planning Conferences
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• April 15 – May 6, 1945
• Held to analyze “the scientific 

problems of the Los Alamos 
Laboratory and to define its 
schedules and its detailed 
experimental program.”



April 1943: Planning Conferences
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• Attendees included
– Robert Bacher, Kenneth Bainbridge, 

Hans Bethe, Felix Bloch, Owen 
Chamberlain, Robert Christy, Edward 
Condon, Enrico Fermi, Richard 
Feynman, Stanley Frankel, Al 
Graves, Joseph Kennedy, John 
Manley, Joseph McKibben, Edwin 
McMillan, Seth Neddermeyer, Eldred 
Nelson, Robert Oppenheimer, I. I. 
Rabi, Emilio Segre, Robert Serber, 
Cyril Smith, Hans Staub, Edward 
Teller, Richard Tolman, Arthur Wahl, 
Victor Weisskopf, John Williams, and 
Robert Wilson.
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